sYNopsis Polynoxylin and noxythiolin (Anaflex and Noxyflex) have been recommended for the treatment of certain bacterial infections. Both compounds were shown to release formaldehyde. Detailed studies with noxythiolin showed that it decomposed in solution to liberate most of its formaldehyde, and that solutions of formaldehyde of the appropriate strength gave zones of inhibition on seeded plates comparable in size with those given by noxythiolin. It is suggested that the effects observed with these compounds are caused by the formaldehyde released.
The ability of the urea-formaldehyde polymer polynoxylin to give zones of inhibition on seeded plates was recorded by Brodhage and Stofer (1961) and by Haler and Aebi (1961) . Such results are of clinical significance only if the substance responsible for the inhibition is also active at the site of infection, and at the concentrations measured by the test. The chemical structure of polynoxylin made it likely that the agent responsiblewas formaldehyde, though Haler (1963) considered that this was not so. Polynoxylin is insoluble in water, but the related compound noxythiolin (N-hydroxymethyl-N-methyl-thiourea) is soluble. thus making it easier to work with.
The direct estimation of formaldehyde in solid polynoxylin or in a solution of noxythiolin might itself cause the formaldehyde to be released. Thus it seemed appropriate to estimate the formaldehyde liberated into the vapour phase. Such a technique had already been used in a study of the ability of urea-formaldehyde resins to evolve formaldehyde, and so to render surfaces treated with them selfdisinfecting (Kingston, Lidwell, and Noble, 1962 
METHODS
Known amounts of the compound, either dry or in 5 ml. of solution, were placed in a small beaker with a vessel containing 0.5 ml. of distilled water alongside. The whole was enclosed in a screw-capped unguent jar, 5 cm. in diameter and 4i cm. deep. The cardboard liner had been removed from the lid, and the outside was sealed with Sellotape. After keeping thejars in an incubator at 37'C. for various periods of time the vessel containing the water was removed and the formaldehyde content estimated colorimetrically by the method of Nash (1953) . Blank determinations were always carried out at the same time from jars containing neither polynoxylin nor noxythiolin.
In order to confirm that the gas estimated was in fact formaldehyde, the coloured derivatives were isolated and purified by recrystallization. The absorption spectra of the saturated solutions of these were identical both as to wavelength and as to absorption, whether the derivatives had been prepared from polynoxylin, noxythiolin, or formaldehyde itself. (Alexander, 1962; Chadwick, 1963) , but a properly controlled trial would be necessary to confirm its efficacy. Hexamethylenetetramine, which also decomposes to release formaldehyde and gives zones of inhibition on seeded plates probably due to this (Waterworth, 1962) , has been used as a urinary tract disinfectant. The action of such compounds is likely to be non-specific, which is an advantage in that all strains of bacteria are likely to be killed, but a disadvantage in that mammalian cells are likely to be affected also. 
